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Glimpses of D.T. Suzuki in the Post-War Period
Itō Emyō
I am very glad of the opportunity to hear Professor James Dobbins’s lec-
ture, “The Many Faces of Shinran: Images from D.T. Suzuki and The 
Eastern Buddhist,” which was filled with stimulating insights. I have heard 
from Secretary-General Yasutomi that Professor Dobbins is one of the few 
Western scholars focusing on Shinran and would like to thank him for his 
invaluable contribution here today.
I have been asked to respond to this lecture, and even though it is not 
directly related to the talk itself, I would like to share with you a few of 
the unforgettable things that I learned in the process of working toward the 
publication of D. T. Suzuki’s English translation of the Kyōgyōshinshō.
As many of you know, the Shinshū Ōtani-ha asked Suzuki to prepare 
an English translation of the work as a commemorative project for the 
700th Memorial Service for Shinran Shōnin, a partial draft of which was 
completed and printed in April of 1961. I became acquainted with Suzuki-
sensei in the course of this project, which was one of the centerpieces of his 
work during the last ten years of his life. After the completion of the draft, 
the ninety-one-year-old Suzuki was interviewed by a broadcast journalist at 
Higashi Honganji on 11 June 1961. I would like to introduce a part of that 
conversation here.
Interviewer: What was your motive for translating the Kyōgyō­
shinshō?
Suzuki: I’d say that’s the wrong question. I don’t have anything 
like a motive. The Kyōgyōshinshō had to be translated, so I trans-
lated it. When I say, “had to be translated,” I mean that when one 
has a precious treasure, one has to show it to the world. Since the 
world is getting smaller and smaller, one can’t just leave a trea-
sure by one’s side and say, “I’ve got something here.” You have 
to show it to them. If it’s in Japanese, not everybody will be able 
to study it. So in order to show it one has to show it to people in 
their own language. That’s the primary reason.
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Interviewer: Didn’t you have the thought of spreading Shinran’s 
teaching throughout the world?
Suzuki: It’s not a question of spreading or not spreading. It’s sim-
ply that everyone needs to know about it. When one starts talking 
about spreading, there’s something artificial about it—there’s the 
chance that one will end up teaching something despicable. Here, 
that’s not the case. All the people of the world need to know this. 
This treasure simply can’t be left to rot. 
Interviewer: In doing your translation, I’m sure that you faced 
many different difficulties, but what was the greatest problem?
Suzuki: The ways of thinking of the East and the West are differ-
ent, so it is always difficult to attempt to make something from 
one sphere to make sense to those in the other sphere. That’s the 
[greatest] difficulty.
In the rest of the interview, Suzuki describes some of the troubles that he 
faced in choosing the appropriate English expressions and the process by 
which he came to decide upon a particular translation. At the close of the 
interview, the journalist turned the conversation toward Suzuki’s plans for 
the future, and asked about the possibility of one of his students complet-
ing the translation that Suzuki had begun. Suzuki responded by saying that 
like Shinran, he does not have even a single disciple. However, Okamura 
Mihoko, Suzuki’s secretary, has mentioned that when he completed the 
draft, he said, “I’ve done all that I can. . . . From here on, young people can 
take this as a stepping stone and endeavor greatly.” As is clear from these 
conversations, we cannot sense even a trace of self-centeredness in Suzuki 
when it comes to his translation work. It clearly emerged from within Suzu-
ki’s Samādhi of Play (yuge zanmai 遊戯三昧).
Now, let us turn to a consideration of one of the word choices that Suzuki 
made in his translation. The term gyō 行 is perhaps the best example from 
the Kyōgyōshinshshō for us to consider. In his original draft, this term was 
translated as “act.” In the April 1961 stencil printing, however, it appears as 
“practice” and then by the spring of the following year (or perhaps earlier) 
there is a correction stating that it must be returned to “act.” Hints about 
Suzuki’s thought in this period can be gleaned from the record of a spe-
cial lecture held at Otani University on 7 November 1962, entitled “Waga 
shinshū kan” わが真宗観 (My View of Shin Buddhism). In this lecture, 
Suzuki states:
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When I came to Otani University this spring, I talked about 
the issue of daigyō 大行 [great act/practice] that Shinran raises at 
the beginning of the chapter on gyō where he writes, “As I rever-
ently reflect on the outgoing ekō 回向 [merit-transference], I find 
therein the great gyō and the great faith.” Although this character, 
gyō, is usually translated as practice, I have pointed out that it 
does not mean practice but rather that it means act. Shinran says 
that daigyō is to “call the name of the Tathāgata of unhindered 
light,” yet this nenbutsu is not just speaking the name, the verbal 
nenbutsu. Instead, it refers to becoming Amida Buddha at the 
moment of saying Namu Amida Butsu 南無阿弥陀仏. It is for this 
reason that Shinran calls it daigyō. This character, dai, can be 
understood to refer to the absolute.
In Goethe’s Faust there appears the following line: “In the 
beginning, there was ‘die Tat’ (the act).” This “Tat” is none other 
than daigyō. This “Tat” is the single, unimpeded path. Therefore, 
nenbutsu is not just reciting Namu Amida Butsu, it is becoming 
Namu Amida Butsu. When one becomes Namu Amida Butsu, that 
is the path of unimpeded freedom.15
Suzuki’s reflection on this problem did not stop there. He eventually 
chose to remove “act” and replace it with “living.” Thus, daigyō became 
“great living.” It is unclear exactly when Suzuki made this decision, but 
he appears to have done so about 1965. At that time, he said that “even 
the term ‘act’ is insufficient. ‘Living’ is better. That said, it is not that ‘liv-
ing’ is sufficient.” It was in this way that the rendering of the character gyō 
as “living” was born into the world, together with Suzuki’s hope that this 
translation would eventually develop to include the rich, powerful nuance 
contained in the original.
Looking back over this process, it is clear that his decision to translate 
gyō as “living” was not made suddenly, but was instead the inevitable 
result of his considerations of Shinran’s teachings. This development of his 
thought is reflected to a certain degree in the following passage, written in 
1963.
This may seem repetitious, but I would like to reiterate this 
point. When one enters the Pure Land via this Sahā world, noth-
ing will come of leaving this world behind. One enters the Pure 
15 “Waga shinshū kan,” Shinran kyōgaku 親鸞教学 2, pp. 101–2.
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Land with this Sahā world under one arm, and comes out again 
carrying the Pure Land under both. Then, a single, straight, 
smooth, white path appears before one. One proceeds down this 
path, dancing joyously. Do not question where that path leads. If 
one just looks toward the path . . .
One may call this a life of Namu Amida Butsu. This path is 
Namu Amida Butsu, and that person is also Namu Amida Butsu. 
Thus, Namu Amida Butsu [the person] walks Namu Amida Butsu 
[the path]. This is Namu Amida Butsu. Namu Amida Butsu is not 
the recitation of the name; it is gyō [living] itself. With this, carv-
ing sandals, polishing rice, tidying the house, governing the land, 
insuring the international balance of power is all done.16
At the beginning of the last sentence, where Suzuki writes, “With this, carv-
ing sandals, polishing rice, tidying the house,” the “this” refers to gyō itself 
and this gyō is living the life of Amida Buddha. Therefore, we can see that 
translating gyō as “living” was a most natural choice, a decision born of the 
working of the Dharma itself.
In this way, Suzuki’s English translation of the Kyōgyōshinshō gradu-
ally moved toward completion after the original draft was printed in 1961. 
However, there was still much to be done in order to publish a completed, 
final version of the work. Apparently, Suzuki had started to put together 
plans for an introduction, and also felt that it was necessary to include a 
variety of informative, supplementary materials, such as an explanation of 
the Kyōgyōshinshō’s historical background, which was to include Shinran’s 
biography, a discussion of the Buddhist intellectual context of the period, 
and an explanation of the content of the Kyōgyōshinshō as a whole. Suzuki 
also thought that the translation would be meaningless without a glossary, 
but that work had hardly been begun.
I met with Suzuki for the first time in the course of the efforts of Otani 
University and the Shinshū Ōtani-ha 真宗大谷派 to arrange for the realiza-
tion of these plans. My thoughts of insufficiency and feeling that I was 
imposing on Suzuki despite his poor health completely vanished the instant 
that he appeared before me in his suite at the Nikkatsu Hotel in Tokyo and 
gently welcomed me with a single word. The memory of that exchange still 
dwells within me. That day, we discussed the plans for the publication of 
16 From Suzuki’s preface to Hōzō bosatsu 法蔵菩薩 (Tokyo: Dōhōsha, 1963), which was 
published in commemoration of Soga Ryōjin’s eighty-eighth birthday, pp. 12–13. Italics 
added for emphasis.
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his translation, with him talking and me listening. Ultimately, the conclu-
sion that we reached was, as Suzuki put it, “Let’s endeavor greatly.” As it 
turned out, this was the only time that I ever met with Suzuki face to face, 
for he passed away just two weeks later.
A full seven years after his passing in July of 1966, these plans were 
finally realized with the publication of Suzuki’s translation in 1973 in com-
memoration of the 800th anniversary of Shinran Shōnin’s birth and the 
750th anniversary of the founding of the denomination.
Professor Dobbins spoke today about the role that D. T. Suzuki played 
in the development of Shin Buddhism in the pre-war period, a discussion I 
felt would be well supplemented by sharing these few points about Suzuki’s 
contributions in the post-war period, the greatest of which was of course 
his translation of the Kyōgyōshinshō. This work not only opened a window 
through which Shinran could be viewed in clearer relief in the West, but 
through its rendering of “daigyō” as “great living” also opened up a field 
for discussion within Japan about the significance of Shinran’s understand-
ing of this term.
However, as Suzuki himself said, his contribution is but the beginning 
of the process of making the treasures of Mahayana Buddhism available to 
the world and his thought has highlighted a number of issues in Shinran’s 
teachings that require further clarification. My hope is that Professor Dob-
bins’s lecture will serve to attract more young scholars to the great endeavor 
that Suzuki initiated.

